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THE ECONOMICS OF "SPRAY SEED" 
By J. W. MALCOLM, Rural Economist 
THE "Spray Seed"* technique has many advantages over conventional cultivation methods of 
weed control. Some of these are matters of convenience, preference or opinion, and these cannot 
be measured in general economic terms. However, most farmers are in the business to make 
money and as making money becomes harder they are more concerned with the extra money 
a new move is likely to earn for them. 
The price of the Spray Seed chemical has 
recently been substantially reduced and the 
product is being actively promoted in the cereal 
growing areas; However, the price reduction 
does not make Spray Seed more profitable 
than conventional cultivation methods under 
normal conditions. 
Experiments quoted in the March issue 
indicate no consistent yield increase in favour 
of Spray Seed. Yields with Spray Seed have 
tended to be more variable, but it is assumed 
here that there is no yield difference between 
Spray Seed and conventional cultivation. 
This article illustrates the economic benefits 
which Spray Seed is likely to confer on an 
"average" farm. Benefits which might apply in 
special cases are mentioned but not included. 
Farmers who have special problems for which 
Spray Seed may be appropriate are urged to 
re-calculate the economics of Spray Seed for 
their own situation. 
Of the eight benefits listed in Spray Seed 
advertising literature, only two have general 
economic implications—the benefits of extra 
grazing, and lower machinery costs. 
Calculations later in this article indicate a 
maximum likely gain from extra grazing of 43 
cents per acre, and from saved machinery costs 
of 76 cents per acre.** 
Thus the maximum estimated cash benefits 
of Spray Seed amount to $1.19 per acre. This 
compares unfavourably with the chemical cost 
of $2.31 per acre. The Spray Seed technique 
therefore cannot be generally recommended on 
economic grounds. 
Benefits of spray seeding 
The benefits claimed for Spray Seed are 
flexibility, sure weed kill, deferred grazing, re-
duced risk of bogging, ease of operation, seed-
* "Spray Seed" is a registered trade name of I.C.I. 
** Allowing for the cost of applying the Spray Seed 
chemical. 
ing at optimum time, erosion control, and lower 
machinery and labour costs. 
Deferred grazing 
It is claimed as an advantage of Spray Seed 
that it allows deferred grazing. Pastures can 
be spelled soon after the break of the season 
while paddocks to be cropped are stocked 
heavily as part of the Spray Seed programme. 
This could give an advantage in two ways: 
firstly, if, because of being spelled, pastures 
actually produced more feed which was in turn 
used to produce more meat or wool; secondly, 
Spray Seed crop paddocks may remain graze-
able for longer, so there is a possible advantage 
from extra grazing. In either case the period 
of extra or deferred grazing could not be more 
than about three weeks if a comparable seeding 
time is to be maintained. 
First-year pastures are given an advantage if 
they are not grazed at the beginning of the 
season. Deferred grazing is also an advantage 
for pastures on extremely light soils where 
moisture stress is likely early in the season. 
For established pastures, however, the benefits 
of deferred grazing are generally small or 
negligible. 
The advantages of extra grazing are obvious. 
However, farmers may not have sufficient stock 
to capitalise on them. 
Merino breeding ewes grazed at three dry 
stock equivalents per acre earn about $7.50 
(gross margin) per acre per year.t Over three 
weeks this would amount to 43 cents per acre. 
This figure is based on a wool price of 28 
cents, less selling costs of 3 cents. A wool price 
of 35 cents per pound, less selling cost of 4 
cents, would increase the gross margin to $8.48 
per acre per year, and the benefit from three 
weeks' grazing to 49 cents per acre. 
t Budget available from the Rural Economics and 
Marketing Section, Department of Agriculture, Jar-
rah Road, South Perth. 
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For a fanner able to increase his stocking 
rate appropriately at this time of year, or per-
haps reduce his handfeeding, this benefit can 
be turned into cash. 
Rather than increasing stocking rate or de-
creasing handfeeding, farmers may prefer to 
regard the extra grazing as added insurance 
at a time when feed is scarce. In this case 
the benefit cannot be measured in dollars and 
cents. 
Ease of operation 
Most farmers and hired hands work sixteen 
hours a day at seeding time, and for them 
Spray Seed can be a great advantage. The 
reduced labour requirement of the Spray Seed 
operation could virtually remove the need for 
longer hours at seeding time. In some cases 
where extra casual labour is hired at seeding 
there may be a cost saving through the reduced 
labour requirement, but in most cases the 
benefit will be an increased ease of operation. 
Lower machinery costs 
"Spray seeding" undoubtedly involves lower 
machinery costs. It also involves an added 
chemical cost of $2.31 per acre. The impor-
tant question is whether the savings from 
reduced costs and extra grazing are more or 
less than the cost of the chemical. 
Machinery costs are of three types: Fuel, re-
pairs and depreciation. Assumptions made in 
the following calculations are shown in Tables 
1 and 2. 
Table 1—Plant assumptions 
Item 
Large tractor 
Disc plough.... 
Scarifier 
Boom spray .... 
Combine drill 
Purchase 
Price 
$ 
7,000 
1,500 
600 
1,000 
1,600 
Fuel 
Consumption 
(gallons per 
hour) 
3 (=69 cents) 
Normal use 
Spray Seed 
Life 
Expected 
(years) 
7 
10 
10 
15 
10 
8 
Table 2—Rates of working 
Item Acres per hour 
Disc ploughing .... 
Scarifying 
Combine drilling 
Spraying 
3-5 
6 0 
5 0 
2 5 0 
Table 3 compares two alternatives. Alter-
native 1 uses conventional cultivation. Alterna-
tive 2 uses Spray Seed but retains the original 
large tractor. 
Some farmers who are considering Spray 
Seed will be replacing one item—a plough or 
a tractor. Alternative 2 reflects the position 
of a farmer retaining his large tractor and 
combine but writing off his disc plough and 
scarifier. His net cost (or loss) per acre for 
using Spray Seed is $1.12. 
On the basis of these calculations the Spray 
Seed technique cannot be generally recom-
mended. 
Most farmers will first try Spray Seed on 
a part of their crop, and retain all their 
machinery. Under such circumstances the only 
economies Spray Seed can claim are reduced 
fuel and repair bills. These savings, amount-
ing to 63 cents per acre, fail by $1.68 per acre 
to pay for the chemical used. 
Special situations 
Spray seeding has a place in special problem 
areas. In boggy areas, for example, the extra 
costs are negligible when compared with the 
benefit of planting extra crop. 
In situations and crops, particularly linseed 
and rapeseed, which have been severely affected 
by sandblasting in past years, the use of Spray 
Seed may be good insurance and very profit-
able. 
A third situation where the large tractor is 
due for replacement is also considered to be 
a special case. Not all farmers are in a position 
to consider replacing their tractor, and some 
would consider a larger tractor necessary for 
combine seeding into unbroken soil. Using a 
small tractor the net disadvantage from using 
Spray Seed is reduced to 49 cents per acre. 
On individual farms bogging, sandblasting, 
labour or the need for further or deferred graz-
ing may be sufficiently important problems to 
justify the use of Spray Seed. This means that 
each farmer should work out the likely value 
of these benefits for his own situation if he is 
to make an informed decision about Spray Seed. 
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Table 3.—Comparison of conventional cultivation and Spray Seed over 800 acres. 
MACHINERY COSTS: 
FUEL 
Ploughing 
Scarifying 
Combine seeding 
Spraying 
Total 
REPAIRS 
Tractor 
Disc Plough 
Scarifier 
Combine 
Boom Spray 
TOTAL 
DEPRECIATION 
Tractor 
Disc Plough 
Scarifier 
Combine 
Boom Spray 
TOTAL 
TOTAL MACHINERY 
AND LABOUR COSTS 
Advantage so far over 
Alt. 1 
Return from Extra Graz-
ing 
TOTAL GAIN PER 
ACRE 
CHEMICAL COST PER 
ACRE 
NET GAIN OR LOSS 
PER ACRE FROM 
SPRAY SEED 
1. Conventional cultivation 
800 acres 
Hrs | S 
229 
133 
160 
522 360 
$ 
350 
75 
30 
80 
535 
1,000 
150 
60 
160 
1,370 
$/ac. 
•45 
•67 
1-71 
2-83 
2. Spray seed 
800 acres 
Hrs 
160 
32 
192 
S 
132 
$ 
128 
80 
50 
258 
1,000 
200 
67 
1,267 
$/ac. 
•17 
•32 
1-58 
2 07 
•76 
•43 
119 
2-31 
1-12 loss 
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